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Limestone cliffs like those at Dover, scene of the poem “Dover Beach” 

Book Review — Lloyd Geering: Prophet or Heretic? 
The author James (Jim) Veitch is a New Zealand academic 

and theologian with a long career in religious studies and 

church life. He is best known for his scholarship on 

Christianity, biblical interpretation, and the intersection 

of religion and modern culture, as well as for his work on 

the Lloyd Geering heresy affair that shaped New Zealand 

church history. His current position is Associate Professor 

in the Strategic Studies Programme of the School of 

Government, Victoria University of Wellington. 

Overview 
Lloyd Geering: Prophet or Heretic? revisits one of New Zealand’s most 

significant religious controversies — the 1967 heresy trial of Sir Lloyd Geering, 

a theologian whose progressive views challenged mainstream Christian 

doctrine. Jim Veitch places the trial and its aftermath in historical, cultural, and 

theological context.  

The book explores not only the dramatic public trial but also the 1970 

“dissociation” decision by the Presbyterian Church that sought to reaffirm the 

doctrines Geering had questioned — effectively undermining the earlier 
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acquittal and revealing enduring tensions between institutional religion and 

evolving theological thought.  

Re-examining the Heresy Trial 
Veitch treats the 1967 trial as a watershed moment in Aotearoa New Zealand’s 

religious history, illustrating how Geering’s ideas on faith, scripture, and 

modernity collided with established doctrine. The analysis lays bare how issues 

of faith, freedom of thought, and ecclesiastical authority played out on a 

national stage.  

Geering’s Courage and Conviction 

Rather than portraying Geering as merely a controversial figure, Veitch 

describes him as a theologian of courage, integrity, and foresight, committed 

to reconciling Christian thought with the realities of modern culture. This 

places Geering as a prophetic voice ahead of his time — advocating openness 

rather than narrow doctrinal enforcement.  

The book highlights the lesser-known 1970 decision by the Presbyterian Church 

to dissociate from Geering — conducted quietly and without giving him a 

platform to respond. According to Veitch, this was a significant miscarriage of 

justice and reveals deep institutional resistance to theological evolution.  

Strengths of the Book 
Clear Historical Narrative 

Veitch uses archival materials, first-hand accounts, and scholarly insight to 

bring the era alive, giving readers a vivid sense of both the personalities 

involved and the societal backdrop of the controversy.  

Balanced Yet Thought-Provoking 

Rather than polemical praise, the book offers a balanced treatment — 

acknowledging both Geering’s impact and the complexities of church response. 

It invites readers to reflect on how religious institutions engage with change.  

Contemporary Relevance 

The book ties the 1960s/70s debates to the ongoing theological and 

institutional challenges facing churches today — including how tradition 

interacts with modern intellectual and cultural life. Generally, churches have 

followed the same path as The Presbyterian Church of New Zealand— 

promoting theology from 4th Century CE rather than from current times. 
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Key Issues in Book 
Lloyd Geering, Professor and Principal of Knox College Dunedin, 1963 - 1971 – 

the institution for education of future Presbyterian ministers – to provide 

broad education but not indoctrinate to a particular perspective. 

Lloyd’s thinking partially came from two sources: 

Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–1872) 

Lloyd explicitly identifies Feuerbach as a major influence. He views the idea of 

God as a symbolic word or a "construct of the human mind" that has no 

external referent. 

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) 

Lloyd adopted Teilhard’s view of an evolving universe that moves toward 

greater complexity and consciousness. He views God not as an external creator 

but as the "ultimate mystery" found within the evolutionary process itself. 

Geering Statements reviewed in heresy trial summarized: 
Resurrection Issues: 

• Bible is not inerrant and not the “Word of God.” 

• Resurrection is not a historical event. 

• Empty tomb is a metaphor for belief that what Jesus lived for lives on. 

• Bones of Jesus lie buried somewhere in Palestine. 
 
Life after Death 

• The idea of God as a spiritual being is obsolete, and the whole world of 
the supernatural unnecessary.  

• Man has no immortal soul. 

• Life After Death – was worldview at the Time of Nicaea 1700 years ago 
but no longer applicable (1967) 

 
 Principal Opponents in the 1967 Trial 

Robert Wardlaw Layperson - Doctrinal Error 
Rev Robert Blaikie Minister - Disturbing the Peace of the Church 
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The charges laid against Lloyd Geering in the 1967 trial. 
Lloyds’s Thinking conflicts directly with the Westminster Confession, the 

foundation of Presbyterian theology. The historic Westminster Confession of 

Faith (1646) is one of the subordinate standards of the Presbyterian Church of 

Aotearoa New Zealand, along with the contemporary Kupu 

Whakapono (2010).} 

After long discussion including presentations by Robert Wardlaw, Robert 

Blaikie, and Lloyd Geering:  

Motion 

Dismiss the charges against the Principal of the Theological Hall 
Persuaded of his Chistian integrity and conviction. 
Impressed by the urgency that gospel must be interpreted by people of today 
Convinced of Professor Geering’s fitness for office. 
 
This motion passed and essentially the “Heresy Trial” ended. 

 

Wardlaw then proposed a second educational college for ministers which 

would focus on theology of 400 AD this did not happen. 

1967 Trial decision: Lloyd allowed to have opinions that he presented also 

allowed others to have those opinions or opinions that they themselves had 

generated. 

1970 Dissociation Decision 
Result of Interview that took place in Brisbane and was broadcast in Australia, 

when Lloyd clearly stated: 

• No afterlife no heaven no hell 

• Mother of Jesus not a virgin 

• Christ did not literally rise from dead. 

• Can speak of Jesus as son of God but not in literal sense. 

• Ascension is a myth. 

• Funeral Services should be rewritten. 
 

At that time Lloyd ceased to be Principal of Knox College and became Professor 

of Religious Studies at Victoria University. He remained a Presbyterian Minister 

https://www.presbyterian.org.nz/for-ministers/worship-resources/confession-of-faith
https://www.presbyterian.org.nz/for-ministers/worship-resources/confession-of-faith
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but kept the decision of transfer to Victoria University private until after 

disassociation decision was made. 

In discussion it was noted that Lloyd could not be retried for the issues dealt 

with in 1967. Also Lloyd was not asked to speak to the issue. The motion to 

disassociate passed by the 1970 Assembly. 

Veitch writes: 

• Church went into a theological recession. 

• Media went to Lloyd rather than church on religious issues. 

• Church looked “uncomfortably out of touch with society.’ 

• Liberal wing of church faded and membership declined.  

• Young People ceased to turn up. 

• Essentially the church reverted to 4th century theology irrelevant in the 
21st century. 

Book Summary 
Style and readability of Book  

Clear but very detailed showing individuals involved and details of meetings 

and decision processes. Maybe too detailed for some readers. 

Strengths and weaknesses 

What works particularly well? Describes Dissociation decision of 1970, which is 

not emphasized in most current discussion. Essentially the church decided to 

endorse 4th century theology and ignore current academic thinking and such 

work as the Jesus Seminar which attempts to replace biblical explanations with 

the best form of reality and in which Lloyd became involved. This maybe 

explains why even to this day practicing members reject Lloyd’s work and 

thinking but perhaps this has meant the organization has become more 

irrelevant to general society whereas in 1967- 1970 it had the opportunity to 

be at the forefront of religious thinking and research. 

Overall evaluation and recommendation 

Well worth reading, particularly to understand the process of acceptance of 

Lloyd’s work and then the Church’s disassociation from it (an issue even 

today}.  

John Warren 

The book is obtainable for $69.99 from Hedley’s books (booksonline.co.nz). 
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Mana  
Tame Iti with Toi Rakau Iti and Eugene Bingham 

I te timatanga (the beginning) 
The mist met the mountain and they made 
love. Their love made us  
and we all lived together in Te Urewera. We 
had everything we needed. 
Food, water, shelter. Each other. We had 
mana. Those were the days. 
 
   Born in Ruatoki, Tohoe 1952, Tame Iti tells 

his life story with assistance from Toi Kai 

Rakau Iti, his younger son, and journalist 

Eugene Bingham. While the greater use is 

made of English, the same information is repeated in te Reo Maori. Both the 

English and Maori texts flow together. 

     Apart from the text, the pictures in the book include photographs, paintings 

by Tame Iti - totalling around sixty visuals - making a huge contribution to the 

story. It is not just the biography of Tame Iti but the bicultural history of 

Aotearoa from the 1950s to today. 

     The book is organised into 22 chapters, following the life of Tame Iti from 

the fifties to the Hikoi mu te Tiriti to Parliament grounds November 2024. 

There are some known events in this story – including the Land March led by 

Dame Whina Cooper in 1975, and the theft of a Colin McCahon painting from 

the Visitor Centre at Lake Waikaremoana in 1997. The national print media 

gave full coverage of both events. While reading Tame Iti’s treatment of both 

events sheds a distinctive voice, this article will focus on three events and 

themes ignored or only lightly treated in Pakeha media: Journey to China 1973,  

Jet Boat races on the Whakatane River late 80s/early 90s, and Tame Iti as 

Actor/Artist. 

     The New Zealand Communist Party organised a visit to China for Maori 

leaders in 1973.  Having taken part in Nga Tamatoa (young warriors) protests 

on Parliament grounds in 1972, Tame had gained national prominence in the 

media. The invitation to join came to the local Ruatoki post office, addressed to 

the ‘Maori Ambassador’, the title Tame Iti chose when setting up tents outside 

Parliament.  While the local Ruatoki postal service was puzzled, Tame Iti’s 
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persona had followed him home! The door was open for him to join the five 

delegates, including the poet Hone Tuwhare. It was his first trip overseas and 

the period of the Cold War, a tense time to be in China. But challenging as well: 

‘I saw millions of people mobilised, working together in ways that were hard to 

fathom. They were doing massive work – like moving entire hills! – with 

nothing but their hands. No machines, just people. He mahi nui tera. It shifted 

my perspective, globally and politically. I started to see the importance of 

collective effort, of everyone working together, from bottom up. It wasn’t 

about control from the top, but empowering the people at every level.’ 

     Despite reservations of others in the party trip,  a visit across the border to 

the North Vietnam liberation movement was organised. ‘These were Hmong 

people, an ethnic minority group from the north. I’ll never forget the moment I 

saw them. They looked like us. Everything I’d heard about them - how people 

called them ‘Commos’ or tried to paint them as the enemy – just fell away. 

They felt familiar. Their kaupapa , their struggle, it was what we were fighting 

for at home. It was real.’  

     ‘I asked them if I could join their fight, If I could come and push back against 

imperialism. Their response has stayed with me ever since. They said, “Thank 

you, Comrade Iti. You should go home to your struggle. Your battle is at home. 

Don’t worry about us. We’ll take care of this.”  Closing thoughts from Tame: 

‘That haeranga, that journey, was a turning point. It connected me to the 

concept of whakawhanaungatanga, of making connections. It showed me how 

collective action could create change, and how people could come together to 

mobilise against oppressive forces.’ 

     The story moves from China to Ruatoki, and the annual jet boat competition 

on the hapu’s sacred river, Ohinemataroa (Whakatane), in the late 1980s/early 

1990s.  This is how Tame Iti describes the awa: ‘It rises  deep in Te Urewera, 

winding her way past our village, all the way to the moana at Whakatane. She 

is imbued with mauri (Life force), nurturing and nourishing all within and 

beside her.’ In the past Tame had watched the annual jet boat races, but with 

increasing boats competing and larger crowds attending,  bringing crates of 

food and alcoholic refreshments, he resented their intrusion, and told the 

organiser they could no longer have their jet boat competition in their village 

home territory. When it was clear the organisers were ignoring this instruction, 

Tame and a friend attempted to chop down a large willow tree at a narrow 

gully in the river. They lacked the experience or skills and the willow fell to one 

side lying on the bank.’  
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     Tame Iti took drastic action, wading into the water up to his waist. Here’s 

the section where he describes what happens: ‘Then an ominous sound hit my 

ears. The first jet boat. You can hear them before you see them – the roar of 

the engine, a distant storm rolling closer…The boat came around the bend, fast 

and loud, and I saw the driver spot me. For a moment, I thought Is he going to 

stop? Is he going to try to go around me somehow? Or is he going to come 

straight through? Is he going to hit me? As he got closer he had only two 

options: hit me or hit the trees on the bank. You never know with people. 

When they’re in the heat of the moment, adrenaline pumping, they can do 

anything. But I was ready for whatever came. I stood there, calm, firm and 

unmoving. I went into another state of mind like my whanaunga Te Rauparaha, 

Ka mate, ka mate, ka ora, ka ora, I die, I die, I live, I live!’ 

     The boat did swerve.  Tame survived to continue the struggle against the jet 

boat organisers. Several meetings took place, including on the village marae.  

Now all the villagers supported Tame Iti’s campaign, finally bringing closure to 

the jet boat event. 

     Tame Iti’s reflection at the close of this part of the story: ‘That’s the thing 

about activism, eh? You can have all the korero, all the whakaro (opinions)  in 

the world but sometimes you just have to act. Sometimes you have to put your 

body on the line. When I stood in that river that day, it wasn’t just about 

stopping the boats. It was about mana, ihi, wehi. It was about confronting  the 

colonial system that’s always told us we don’t matter, that their power is more 

important than relationship to the whenua and awa – whenua and awa that 

sustained our tipuna for generations.’ 

     The combination of three words ‘mana, ihi, wehi’ occurs frequently in Tame 

Iti’s story.  Tame’s painting, titled ‘Te Ihi, te Wehi, te Mana’, was included in 

this story. Its caption added these words: ‘The energy and frequency of riri 

(struggle, battle)’. The three words don’t easily translate into English but are 

easily interpreted in contexts such as Kapa haka events.  

     The third and final topic or theme is ‘Tame Iti as artist’.  It covers both his 

own paintings and largescale theatrical productions with Tame working with 

his two sons.   

     An appropriate opening to this topic is the words spoken at the foreshore of 

Waitangi Day grounds 2024. One thousand people carrying white flags had 

responded to the invitation to join Tame for a display of ‘Kotahitanga (Unity), 

of peace, of mana. A blank canvas for a fresh start’.  Here’s how Tame opens 
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the door: ‘I had to make a call to Ben Dalton, the Chief Executive of the 

Waitangi Treaty Grounds, to ask if we could do it. I described what I had in 

mind and he was a bit nervous. ‘Is this a protest?’ he asked. ‘No,’ I told him. 

‘It’s art.’  Ahhh,’ he said. ‘Okay’. 

     While Tame Iti has studied and viewed a wide diversity of art, he developed 

his unique imagery of individual and collective persons symbolic of ‘human 

essence/spirit’.  Online entries on Google, edited, define this further: ‘Human 

essence refers to our physical and spiritual makeup, whakapapa 

(genealogy/identity) and innate uniqueness. It includes those who are intersex 

or gender diverse and carry inherent worth and identity beyond narrow 

definitions, emphasizing Maori ways of knowing.’  The painting ‘Te Ihi, te Wehi, 

te Mana’,  mentioned in the Jet Boat story, is reproduced on the front end 

papers of Mana Tame Iti. Using the European term ‘abstract expressionism’ 

might be a starter, but the ways in which he weaves his artistic skills showing 

iwi in act and thought is unique.  

     Encouraged and supported by others, Tame has set up gallery displays of 

Maori works including his own, and toured exhibitions on marae and 

community sites throughout Aotearoa.  The closing words of the chapter on 

‘The Artist’: ‘Nowadays, I say I’ve been an artist my whole life. I just didn’t 

realise it when the teacher asked us at kura – I didn’t realise it for decades. I 

discovered that you don’t have to go to an institution to be an artist. Go back 

to nga korero whakapapa and you’ll see we’re visual people. We express 

ourselves in waiata, in kapa haka, in puoro (music), in whakairo (carving), in te 

moko (body art), in raranga (weaving), te mea, te mea, te mea (that’s the fuller 

story). We are artists. Kei roto I te tangata tera whakaro – being an artist 

comes from within you. It’s in your ira tangata and your ira atua (physical and 

spiritual lives).’  A separate  chapter tells the story of how Tame creates his 

own moko, initially facial but over time etched into the full body.  

     A striking photograph of Tame and his sons Wairere and Toi opens the 

chapter titled Tenei to Tira Hou (This is a new team). The T-shirts of the sons 

carry the words ‘I will speak Maori’, an inversion of the original words ‘I will 

not speak Maori’ which Tame was forced to write out, over and over, as 

punishment for speaking te reo during school time. Tame used these words to 

provoke/invite collective discussion and debate on bicultural race relationships 

in Aotearoa. Public learning events took place in the Wellington waterfront 

2023.  A black and white Poster was widely distributed throughout the motu, 

copied in the style of posters for workers’ political meetings in the past.  At the 
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top of the Poster it read: ‘Tame Iti presents’. Under it in white print and very 

large typeface: ‘I will not speak Maori’.  In smaller typeface three lines at the 

bottom: ‘1972 to 2022/50 Years Anniversary/Te Reo Maori petition and Nga 

Tamatoa’. It’s an illustration of why Tame thought history should be a 

compulsory subject in schools.  Further to the poster, Wairere used his lighting 

skills to flash Tame on the side of Te Papa writing out his lines  – for those 

present to feel it and, to quote Tame, extending it ‘into the official memory of 

Aotearoa’. An extension of this street theatre invited individuals and roopu to 

take out the word ‘not’ in ‘I will not speak Maori’. 

     I need to share one last theatrical magic produced by Tame and his sons, 

involving the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra. It came out of Tame’s contact 

with Peter Biggs, CEO of the NZSO.  He told Tame that the orchestra would like 

to bring their music to Whakatane. It was a bold move. Usually Maori experts 

in the ancient instruments took their magic into western classical venues. ‘This 

time, the orchestra would bring their magic to our world’.  There was a six 

month period of preparation before the performance on December 9, 2023, 

the four-year anniversary of the Whakari eruption. The orchestra had prepared 

a seventy minute orchestral score and soundscape, a collective work by 

Laughton Kora, Toi Kau Rakau, Mahuia Bridgman Cooper, and incorporating Te 

Kooti’s moteatea (Chanted songpoetry) of resistance. Tame was given a demo 

of the score which opened up a whole other universe of emotion and 

narrative. ‘They became vast, expansive worlds; surging oceans of aroha and 

tidal currents of loss; stormy swells of sorrow clearing to gentle cadences of 

hope; thundering percussive rhythms of persistence and sweeping, howling 

gales of lament.’ Three thousand people turned up to witness the 

performance, Maori and Pakeha. It was described as ‘transformative and life-

changing’ for both performers and the audience. For further details you need 

to borrow Tame’s book from the library, or better still, buy your own copy.  

     Three chapters cover the police raids on Tuhoe iwi, October 2007 and their 

aftermath. Much of the media coverage would have reflected Pakeha 

viewpoints.  Here in Tame Iti’s story we are given the Maori perspective – the 

Tuhoe story. 

John Thornley 
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A Sad Commentary on Our World… 
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About SOFiA 
 SOFiA (The Sea of Faith in Aotearoa) is a network of people interested in the 

non-dogmatic discussion of values, meaning and spirituality. We want to 

explore for ourselves what we can believe and how we can find meaning in our 

lives. SOFiA is not a church: it is a forum for discussing ideas, experiences and 

perspectives. SOFiA itself has no creed; its members come from many faiths 

and from those with no attachment to any religious institution. If you are in 

sympathy with our aims, you are most welcome to join us; receive our 

Newsletter, and/or attend a local group. We follow similar organisations in the 

UK and Australia in taking our name from “Sea of Faith”, the 1984 BBC TV 

series and book by the British religious academic, Don Cupitt. 

Committee  
Our national Committee oversees the work of SOFiA.  

Chairperson: Pete Cowley prcowley@gmail.com 13 Leith St Gisborne 4010  
Secretary: John Thornley johngill@inspire.net.nz  
Treasurer: Pete Cowley prcowley@gmail.com  
Membership Secretary and Webmaster: Pete Cowley  
Local Groups Coordinator: Mary Ellen Warren mewarren1@gmail.com  

 

Newsletter Team  
Editor: Laurie Chisholm laurie.chisholm1@gmail.com mobile 0212010302, 

Address: 117 Collins Road, Christchurch RD4 7674    

Copy Editors: Shirley Dixon, Maria Cash, Yvonne Curtis and Jocelyn Kirkwood. 

Distribution is by Peter Cowley.  

Life Members: Sir Lloyd Geering (ONZ), Ian Harris, Suzi Thirwell, Yvonne Curtis, 

Laurie Chisholm, John Thornley, Peter Cowley, Mary Ellen Warren, Shirley 

Dixon, Maria Cash and Jocelyn Kirkwood. Also (deceased): Don Cupitt, Fred 

Marshall, Noel Cheer and Norm Ely.  

Copy deadline for the next Newsletter is 1 April. 
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